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            The wicked worketh a deceitful work: but to him that soweth righteousness shall be a sure reward.
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            Oakglen

Rochester NY

May 4th, 2014

            
                

            

            Dear Sarah

            Thank you for getting in touch. It’s wonderful to have contact with our roots in the old country. I am so pleased you managed to track me down.

            My grandmother was indeed Mary Ann Mackenzie, née Owen, so if you are the granddaughter of John Owen, yes we are related, as my gran was his sister. I am afraid I can’t tell you much about Gran’s life in Wales. She was a nanny here in America before she became a teacher and I think she may have been in service over there, too. It may interest you to learn that my uncle Jonathan has the old Welsh family Bible that was forwarded to Gran after the war. I am afraid I don’t understand the language but there are names and dates, although they are not particularly legible because some entries have been blacked out. It seems there was a sizable family living in Cwmderwen, which, you tell me, is only a small cottage, though I never heard Gran speak of any of her relatives who remained in Wales, except your grandfather and an aunt called Leah, who died at about the end of the First World War, I think…
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            April 1st 1919

         

         ‘Here!’ The shout from John Jenkins is closer to a shriek, breaking in its intensity of excitement and alarm. The other men look up from the bloated remains of a cow, draped in seaweed from the night’s high tide and, seeing Jenkins waving his arms wildly, they race across the dark wet sands to the tufted banks and muddy creeks of the estuary’s salt marshes. Gulls and other water birds cackle alarm and rise in panicking battalions from the still swollen waters as the men spring into action.

         A tree has come down on the flood. No telling how many miles the furious waters have carried it. Crashing against boulders on its journey, it has been stripped of lesser branches and roots, the larger boughs splintered and shattered. It has come to rest at last, as the flood subsided, wedged between two banks of flattened grass, its mauled stumps biting into the black mud, a dam holding back an arc of bushes and branches and other flotsam.

         Entwined and impaled in its embrace is a woman.

         At least it seems to be a woman, though battered beyond recognition. The eyeless face is one mangled bruise. One arm has been torn off, along with the sleeve that encased it, but the other arm still trails shreds of dark wool. Mud-soiled linen hangs about the torso. One laced boot miraculously remains in place. The other has gone, along with much of the foot that had worn it. Long strands of black hair wind themselves around the raw wounds of the tree and float on the salt water.

         The men stare down at the sight, solemnly removing their caps. 4

         ‘What to do?’ asks John Jenkins, wiping his mouth. ‘Do we send for Constable Thomas?’

         The others nod and mumble agreement, but no one makes a move until Dai Edwards coughs, braces himself and steps down into the squelching creek, steadying himself to ensure he doesn’t sink too deep. One hand for support on the skeletal tree, he untangles some of the black hair and eases the mutilated head away from the wood. The body is still caught fast. He eases the linen collar back from the swollen neck, sees something and leans forward to peer closer. Initials, embroidered in black. LO.

         ‘Yes, send for Constable Thomas,’ he says, straightening. ‘And best send word to Llanolwen too. “LO”. Seems like we’ve found the woman they were looking for. An accident, it must have been. Not something worse, not here, not amongst us. An accident, but no doubt, it’s Leah Owen.’
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            THE SOWING

         

      

   


   
      
         
            1883

         

         ‘There’s a storm coming.’ Leah stood on the lowest bar of the gate, hanging over to gaze across the valley, while her sister Sarah fussed with a stone in her boot.

         ‘I wish it would.’ Sarah, squatting on the verge, was battling, red-faced, with the laces. ‘It’s hot enough. I can scarcely breathe.’ She looked plaintively at the untied boot. ‘Help me with this.’

         Leah jumped down, kneeling on the grass to retie the lace. ‘Why don’t you loosen a button or two? Your frock’s too tight.’

         Sarah pouted. ‘I can’t go around unbuttoned.’

         ‘Why not? No one will know.’ Leah, at nine, was pragmatic. Sarah, three years older, was filling out in all directions, where she should and where she shouldn’t, and seams were beginning to stain. Buttons would have to give or she’d faint. All fastenings were safely concealed beneath Sarah’s shapeless pinafore. Besides, they were past the last cottage in Llanolwen, and their brother Frank had stayed behind at school, so there was no one around to see and snigger.

         Sarah pouted again and took Leah’s hand to struggle to her feet. ‘All right. Just two.’ Pinafore hoisted high, she unfastened two buttons and drew a deep breath of relief. Then she glanced over the gate into the adjoining field and saw what Leah had seen.

         ‘Oh no!’

         Above the heathery crags on the far side of the broad vale, clouds were piling up, ash and charcoal, heaving themselves into volcanic plumes, turning the late June sky to November gloom. Beneath 8them, distant veils of rain scythed down in biblical fury, dissolving rocks, forests, fields. Somewhere in the depths of the boiling clouds, lightning flashed. Thunder rolled, still so distant it was felt rather than heard.

         Another of the sudden storms that came out of nowhere to hurtle around the countryside, and it was coming their way. Their side of the valley was still in afternoon sunshine, but it was an eerie light, too vivid, trying too hard to defy the advancing onslaught. Trying in vain. Along their deserted lane, the wind was beginning to whip up. The overhanging ash trees started to shiver and shake.

         ‘I knew I shouldn’t have waited for you to come out of school,’ wailed Sarah. ‘I’d be home by now.’

         ‘We’d be home if we’d taken the chapel path.’

         ‘I don’t like that way. You know I don’t.’ Sarah had avoided the shortcut down through the woods ever since she had found herself stuck on one of the stiles, mocked and hooted at by passing boys. Another rumble of thunder and she shrieked. ‘I’ll be drenched!’

         ‘Then run and beat it,’ said Leah, setting the pace, her thin legs carrying her lightly along the rutted road, her bonnet flying in her wake. But she paused to look back, knowing that Sarah was sure to be far behind. Sarah, twice as heavy, was puffing and panting as she floundered, whining in distress.

         ‘You run like Fegi Fawr,’ said Leah.

         Sarah was in no mood to be compared to their lopsided cow. As she caught up with her younger sister, her face began to crease again into a howl. At any moment, she was going to sit down and cry. It was Sarah’s invariable response to most difficulties.

         ‘Come on,’ said Leah, tugging her.

         And then the outriders of the storm rolled over them, gloom engulfing them like a candle guttering, and a moment later the rain came down, not a haze or a pitter-patter but a torrent, ice-cold and 9stinging, its hissing so loud that Leah could only see Sarah’s wail, not hear it.

         Sarah lunged for the shelter of an oak, solitary among the ash trees bordering the lane, but it offered little protection. The rain slanted like arrows through the leaves, determined to seek its prey. It pounded on the hard dry dust of the road, turning it to slurry and splashing up to soak them from beneath.

         Leah saw no point in trying to hide. She was wet through, but she didn’t care. The storm was glorious, thrilling, full of energy throbbing around her. Lightning flashed and Sarah screamed, but Leah just stood, open-mouthed, counting her heartbeats, one two three, till the great crack of thunder echoed up and down the valley. The voice of God, her father said, and so it was, surely.

         ‘Deep calls on deep in the roar of Thy cataracts!’ She raised her arms into the rain, wanting to fly like a hawk on the wings of the storm.

         ‘Oh, stop it,’ cried Sarah. ‘You’ll be struck by lightning!’

         ‘You, more likely.’ Leah shouted to make herself heard. ‘Under that tree.’

         With a squeal, Sarah slithered away from the oak and stood like a shivering lamb in the full force of the rain. Only for a moment. As suddenly as it had begun, the rain began to ease. It eased as if an invisible hand were releasing the pump handle, reducing the flow to a dribble. The storm heaved itself impatiently northwards, and the sun was already creeping back in its wake, breaking through the haze of lingering drizzle to glint on the puddles engulfing the lane and the raindrops hanging like diamonds from every leaf and blade of grass.

         ‘Oh, look at it, it’s mud everywhere!’ howled Sarah.

         ‘Keep to the grass, then.’

         ‘Easy for you!’ When Sarah attempted to follow Leah onto the narrow weedy verge above the sunken ruts of the lane, she 10overbalanced and nearly fell flat into the mud. Her face had twisted into a whine even before she had moved, yet she never learned that her whining got her nowhere. Sarah, thought Leah with a sudden flash of understanding, was like the little fledgling in the nest who squawked loudest and most persistently for food, only to see mother bird give it to another chick. Squashed in the middle, a second daughter of three, a third child of five. One day, if she only squawked loud enough, maybe someone would notice her.

         ‘Here, take my hand.’ Leah led Sarah as she tottered along, whimpering at every bramble that snatched at her.

         A roar of laughter nearly had Sarah unbalancing again. Behind them, striding through the mud without a care, brushing the rain from his bright red waistcoat, came Eli John, son of the quarry manager, a big, brawny lad, leering at the sight of them.

         ‘Fine little pigs! Can’t manage a bit of mud? You want me to carry you?’

         ‘Yes. No. Yes.’ said Sarah.

         ‘No!’ said Leah.

         ‘Just one of you then.’ Before Sarah could think better of it, Eli had scooped her off her grassy perch and clasped her to him, striding on and laughing still. ‘You’re a big lass. Too big for your buttons it seems.’ The saturated cotton of Sarah’s pinafore was concealing nothing now. ‘You want me to undo the rest?’

         ‘No! Let go. Put me down.’

         ‘Just one then.’ Eli was pulling the pinafore up. Sarah tried, ineffectually to slap him, but he caught her hand and wrenched it back. She may have always longed for attention, but surely not in this manner.

         ‘Now now, don’t play cat with me. That’s no way for a lady to repay a gentleman who’s doing her a favour.’

         ‘Put her down,’ said Leah. She had leaped down into the lane, 11armed with a loose branch that she was wielding like a spear, ready to jab in Eli’s face.

         ‘Ach, to hell with you, damned parish beggars.’ He sneered as he dropped Sarah into the mud. ‘Snuffle your way back to your sty on your own.’

         ‘We are not beggars!’ snapped back Leah. ‘Our father has land!’

         ‘Ha! Because you’ve been permitted to scratch around like pigs on an acre or two, you think you’re gentry?’ Making a gesture that Leah supposed to be rude, Eli turned his back and strode on, spluttering invectives.

         ‘Twenty-four acres, one rood and eight perches!’ Leah shouted after him, as she helped Sarah to her feet.

         Sarah was bawling fit for Armageddon, as much distressed by the mud that splattered her from head to toe as by Eli John’s assault. ‘Beast! He’s a beast! Oh, look at me? Oh, I am covered.’

         ‘Never mind, we are nearly home.’ Leah relinquished her spear and encouraged her sister on. ‘Look, there’s the bend.’

         Around the corner, the lane widened and in the bay between two gates lay a stone stand for milk churns. Leah sat Sarah down on it and began to mop her clean with handfuls of wet grass. ‘That’s the worst off.’

         But Sarah only whimpered, ready to break into full-blown tears.

         ‘Stop it!’ Leah’s patience had run out. ‘You’ll not get clean and dry with tears. Come on!’

         Sarah stood up, sniffing, then her face crinkled again as she looked around. The gate on the right led onto broad open Castell Mawr pasture, but their way led through the left-hand gate, onto a track overhung with trees and running with liquid mud as it spilled down into the hollow harbouring their home. Cwmderwen.

         Dragging Sarah, too impatient to waste more words, Leah guided her sister from tussock to rock to tussock till they reached the bend 12where the track doubled back towards their cottage and they both stopped short.

         Their father was standing at a gate, his hand on their brother Tom’s shoulder, gazing out over their top field. Doubtless he had come to see what damage the brief storm had done to the two and a half acres of oats that stood green-gold, rattling themselves free of the rain. The field was sheltered and there had been little flattening. That would be a relief to him, but it wasn’t the oats that held him transfixed now. Their modest acres, spilling down a narrow cwm to the winding river on the valley’s broad floor, were framed by dark woods on either side, with a hazy backdrop of misted hills where the rain still fell. But over it all arched a vast rainbow.

         It caught Leah’s breath, just as it held her father and brother mesmerised.

         Sarah squirmed in her wet clothes, her boots squelching. ‘Don’t tell him about the buttons,’ she whispered. Then her voice rose as if she couldn’t resist calling attention to her state. ‘I’m wet through!’

         Her words brought Tada round. Thomas Owen was a tall man, seemingly rendered more so by his lank form and upright bearing. He was incapable of bending, as if he had made a vow, in a darker past, never to bend again – or so it seemed to Leah’s fancy. His beard bristled as if he intended to brush the sky with it.

         His dark eyes crinkled at sight of them. ‘You are indeed, daughter. You too, Leah. Soaked to the skin. Get yourselves home before you catch chill. Your mother will be fretting for you.’

         Sarah was only too happy to be released, stumbling on down the track to the house, wringing her pinafore as she went.

         Leah, knowing she would be indulged, ignored the invitation, squeezing between brother Tom and Tada to peer between the bars of the gate, her eyes fixed on the translucent arc of glory as it slowly faded with the brightening sun and the receding rain. 13

         Her father drew a great heaving breath. ‘I will remember my covenant which is between me and you.’ His voice was deep and triumphant. Like God. Sometimes Leah suspected he was God. God the Father. Or at least, God would be very like him. Stern but loving, caring, a safe refuge. Everything the Bible said.

         Sixteen-year-old Tom took Leah’s hand and squeezed it, so they were all linked, her father’s hand on his shoulder, his hand around hers. This was the way it should be. And God set his rainbow in the clouds as a sign of the covenant between Himself and the earth. Their earth.

         ‘Sojourn in this land, and I will be with thee, and will bless thee; for unto thee, and unto thy seed, I will give all these countries,’ said her father, the roll of thunder in the words. How many times had she heard him say them, gazing out across his fields, clinging to the biblical promise like a warrior to his sword? ‘Twenty-four acres, one rood, eight perches. Generation upon generation my forefathers held acres in Whitechurch, but they were snatched away so that my father received nothing, reduced to unjust penury. The sweat of his brow earned only profit for others. Such was my lot from the moment I could earn a crust, but God’s hand is upon the righteous, and he brought me here, to hold this land, and to pass it, when my days are numbered, to you, my son. Owen land. Remember that. Owen land. We shall never again let it slip from our grasp.’

         ‘No, Tada,’ said Tom reverently. When Tada slipped into biblical language there was no help for it except to be solemn. ‘I shall keep it to pass to my son and he to his.’

         ‘If we keep the Lord’s commandments, he will not abandon us.’ Tada patted his youngest daughter’s head. ‘You understand this, Leah, my child? My bright one? Family, land, blood, soul. Bound together and never to be relinquished.’

         ‘For ever and ever, amen,’ she said devoutly. 14

         He nodded, smiling down on her before his brows meshed together again as he peered back up the lane. ‘Where is the boy?’

         ‘You mean Frank?’ Leah dreaded for a moment that he meant Eli John, but it wasn’t possible that he could have witnessed that lewd scene.

         ‘Who else should I mean but Frank? Do I have a third son I know nothing about? Why is he not with you? Did I not see you set out together for school?’

         ‘He stayed behind for extra sums.’

         ‘And what did he do this time to deserve such a punishment?’

         ‘Nothing, Tada. He asked Miss Griffiths for more.’ It was true. Leah’s little brother Frank liked sums. So did Leah, though she had never stayed behind to beg for more.

         Tada wasn’t listening to her claims. He shook his head, convinced his younger son had earned rebuke, but then he smiled upon Tom. ‘No prodigal here at least. The Lord has granted me a true blessing in my first-born.’

         Tom looked down, blushing at such praise. Leah, still holding his hand, sensed the stifled trouble within him.

         ‘Come now,’ said Tada, turning to shepherd them before him. ‘Let us get home before your mother thinks us all drowned.’

         
             

         

         Cwmderwen might appear a fine modern house by daylight, with its upper rooms and iron range, its sash windows and slate roof. By twilight, though, as it prepared to embrace the night, it transformed. Its solid stones and heavy timbers seemed to sink themselves into the black earth and the darkening tangled oakwoods. Its ancient foundations made themselves felt, as old as Mr Pugh’s cottage below the chapel, with its earthen floor, open fire and sagging thatch. But at least they didn’t share the building with their beasts, as Mr Pugh did. Cwmderwen’s cows had a barn of their own, and the pig had 15his pen across the yard. Tada was cleaning the pen now, his voice soaring like a bell on the notes of a hymn, drowning out the indignant squealing of the occupant. Mam and Sarah were rounding up the geese and hens, Sarah’s squeals echoing around the cwm every time a bird evaded her. The daylight, still strong out in the broad valley, was already fading fast in their narrow dell. Soon Tada would come in to light the oil lamp and they would gather for prayers, but for now the only glow within the kitchen came from the failing embers in the range.

         Leah wriggled herself into greater comfort, in a nest of Owen children. Tom had come in from tending the cows to slither wearily onto the comfort of the settle, under the massive beam of the chimney, and she was snuggled into the crook of his arm. Frank had laid himself across her lap, stockinged feet scorching themselves against the side of the cooling oven, squinting to catch the last light on the page of sums Miss Griffiths had given him. The embers in the fire shifted; sparking, fading, glowing against the blackened stones. A changing pattern on a permanent wall.

         It was permanent, the wall. It surely must be, as old as time, Leah thought. This kitchen, where they gathered, cooked, ate, worked and prayed, was a fixed part of creation, permanent as the rock it stood on, with its nooks and crannies and creaking stairs, its cavernous fireplace and deep-set window and its pervading odour of smoke and broth, mutton fat and dried herbs. She couldn’t imagine it not being there. Not being theirs.

         ‘How did our grandfather lose his land?’ she asked, as Tom stirred, drawing a deep breath of contentment.

         He brushed away whatever daydream had been occupying him and gave a little shrug. ‘I don’t know. The parson and the landlord took it, so our father says. It was a long time ago. It was only a half a dozen acres, I think. We have this land now.’ 16

         ‘Twenty-four acres, one rood and eight perches,’ said Leah.

         Tom laughed. ‘That is exactly right.’ He had had it drilled into him since the day the growing family had taken up residence at Cwmderwen, a year before Leah’s birth. ‘Never forget the eight perches.’

         ‘Will you keep it, after our father?’

         ‘Yes, of course.’ There was a weight of obligation in Tom’s words. He sighed again but more in resignation this time.

         ‘You wanted to be a soldier.’ It was one of her earliest memories, Tom marching up and down the yard with a rake over his shoulder for a rifle. When Tada asked what he was doing, he’d said ‘I’m going to take the Queen’s shilling and wear a red coat.’ She hadn’t understood what he meant. She wasn’t sure he had either, but Tada… What had their father said or done? She couldn’t remember, only that there had been a sudden stillness all around them, a sense of transgression that had her infant self trembling. And then Mam saying softly, ‘We are soldiers of Christ, my son, not of worldly Queens and Empresses.’

         Tom gave a twisted smile and gazed up at the blackened timbers above. ‘No, no, that was just childish fancy. I have put away such thoughts. I understand now that it is my duty to hold and work this land, Owen land, forever. As Tada wishes. We must all do our duty by our land and our family, Leah.’

         ‘Will I live here too?’

         ‘Owly wants to be a teacher,’ said Frank, his face covered by his arithmetic book. ‘She’ll live in the school house.’

         Leah slapped his hand lightly. ‘I didn’t say that.’ But she had thought about it, picturing herself like Miss Griffiths, in a cramped cottage of her own, surrounded by books.

         Tom squeezed her. ‘I don’t know about that, but maybe I’ll let you stay here and keep house for me. Would you like that?’ 17

         Leah thought about it. Yes, even with a hundred thousand books, the little school cottage would not compare with Cwmderwen. ‘We could have books here?’ Books other than the Holy Bible and Mam’s religious tracts.

         ‘As many as you like. Except that you won’t really want to stay here, little Leah. No, no, when the time comes, you’ll be off with a house of your own to keep, and another man to care for.’

         ‘You mean if I marry?’

         ‘Women do, you know. Don’t pull a face. When you have grown a little more, you’ll be wanting a husband and children. One daughter kept home to mind the house is enough or there’d be no new generations.’

         Leah wrinkled her nose – and found Mary staring across at her in the gloom. Mary, the eldest girl, stocky, plain, looking twice her fourteen years. She who had had barely a year’s schooling before being kept at home to help her mother with the younger children. Mary, named for Mam; Mary their second mam who sewed and cooked and cleaned and carried and said next to nothing as she toiled. While they had sat comforting themselves by the fire, she was crouched on the bench on the far side of the chimney, silent as usual as she hunched over her sewing to catch the fading light, working through a basket piled high with mending.

         But she broke her silence now. ‘There’s still light enough to knit, Leah.’

         Obediently, Leah pushed Frank off her lap and raised her needles which had fallen beside her, to resume her work. The future was a strange country, but it seemed it was already mapped out, ordained by God and Tada. She had only to follow the road.

         
             

         

         ‘Have you received forgiveness through the blood of Jesus? Are you glorying in His sacrifice and is His cross your only hope and refuge? 18Then you are in the covenant. Some men want to know whether they are elect. We cannot tell them unless they will tell us this. Dost thou believe? Is thy faith fixed on the precious blood? Then thou are in the covenant. And oh, poor sinner, if thou hast nothing to recommend thee…’

         Leah drew a deep silent breath. The chapel was pleasantly cool compared to the heavy heat outside. With high arched windows opened, the scent of cows and summer dust filtered in to mingle with the smell of beeswax and old leather. Summer chapel smell. In winter, it was pungent with musty damp clothing and sweat.

         A bluebottle was buzzing somewhere over the heads of the congregation. Droning on and on, just like the Reverend Williams. He delivered the word of God, Mam said, but he never sounded like the voice of God, the way Tada did. Tada, in his place in the big seat below the pulpit with their neighbour William George and the other chapel deacons, would have read the sermon better, with hwyl, and then Leah might have learned what it was about. It was the third time she had heard this self-same sermon and she still didn’t understand a word of it.

         Leah raised her eyes, over the polished planks of the pew in front, over the black backs and bonnets, to the preacher perched up on his pulpit. All she could see of him was his little round balding head with its little round spectacles. The rest was concealed by Mrs Beynon, seated in front of her, bony shoulders erect, black straw hat motionless. The Reverend’s head seemed to emerge from it. Maybe the rest of him was in Mrs Beynon’s hat, sitting on her head. Leah dug her nails into her palms to stop herself laughing.

         On her right, Sarah was busy arranging and rearranging the pleats of her skirt until Mary’s hand reached across and slapped her fingers to still them.

         ‘If thou art standing back and saying, “I dare not come, I am 19afraid, I am not in the covenant,” still Christ bids thee come. And when thou hast come to Him, and His blood has been applied to thee, doubt not but that in the red roll of election stands thy name.’

         Leah felt her eyes drooping. That wasn’t allowed. Mam would be disappointed in her and she couldn’t bear that. Leah longed to love God and rejoice in his word the way Mam did. She just had to be still and listen. She must imitate Mrs Beynon – one of the true elect – who sat rigidly to attention, devouring every word, not stirring a muscle.

         Steady breathing all around her, silent attention, nothing but the distant lowing of a cow and the persistent buzzing of the fly to interrupt the preacher.

         ‘Canst thou read thy name in the bloody characters of a Saviour’s atonement? Then shalt thou read it one day in the golden letters of the Father’s election. He that believeth is elected. The blood is the symbol, the token, the earnest, the—’

         An almighty roar erupted, so sudden, so startling, that Leah – like others around her – couldn’t understand its cause for a moment. Then Mrs Beynon’s black straw bonnet quivered as her own profound snore shook her awake, and her half-choked grunting gave way to a squeal of horrified mortification.

         The minister stopped in mid-drone. Mr Beynon, white-haired beside his wife, didn’t stir a muscle, still fast asleep, but Mrs Price, on her other side, tutted, breathing in through clenched nostrils, so that Mrs Beynon shrank down, shoulders tightening, praying for the pew to swallow her up.

         Mam leaned forward and gave the poor woman’s shoulder a reassuring pat.

         From the pew behind, their stout neighbour Mrs George, straining in her Sunday black, leaned over to whisper ‘She got there before me.’ 20

         Her daughter Florence, biting back a smile, nudged her to hush.

         The shuffling and shh of muffled whispers dried up.

         The Reverend Williams blinked and continued. ‘The blood is the symbol, the token, the earnest, the surety, the seal of the covenant of grace to thee. It must ever be the telescope through which thou canst look to see the things that are afar off.’

         Down the line, little brother Frank put an imaginary telescope to his eye. Mam firmly pulled his arm down and gripped his hand in hers.

         Leah wondered what it would be like to look at the world through a telescope filled with blood. She had no idea what it would be like to look through a telescope of any sort, but she thought this one would make things look very red. She looked at the wall of black serge in front of her and imagined her neighbours dressed in bright crimson. Maybe that was how heaven would be. She shut her eyes tight, trying to remember the scriptures and the precious stones of the holy city, jasper, sapphire, chalcedony, emerald, sardonyx. Was one of them ruby? She thought not. Rubies were red, she knew that. But maybe some of the others were red too. What colour was crysopras? It might be red. Not the gates, though. They were made of pearls, which were white. And there was gold… All precious stones and gold and bright light. How unforgiving heaven must be, without green fields or the shade of trees.

         Something prompted her to open her eyes. Tom’s arm was propping her up. He was smiling down at her. How long had she been asleep? There was a rustling all around her and she realised the Reverend Williams had stopped droning. Everyone was rising for a hymn, so she wriggled off the bench and dropped to her feet too, to sing with the rest. No droning now but fire and spirit to raise the roof.

         ‘Nes cyraedd hyfryd lanau’r nef… Until I reach heaven’s beautiful shores…’ Were they such beautiful shores, all precious stones and 21gold and blinding light? Was that really what Tada desired as he sang? His rich baritone, reaching across the chapel from the big seat, sounded sincere, but he loved his own land so much, would he really want to relinquish it? Secretly, deep down, she thought she wouldn’t care for heaven very much, not without dark oaks and meadows and fields of silver rustling barley. But perhaps she would never get to see it. Perhaps she wasn’t one of the elect and Hell fire would await her instead, which would be even worse.

         ‘Aaaaa-men.’

         The sombrely clad families of Llanolwen filed out of chapel, nodding to their minister who stood at the door like an unwilling martyr preparing for the lions in the arena. It must be sad, thought Leah, to know that your congregation barely tolerated you, that in huddled clusters away from the door they were rejoicing that they were soon to be rid of you.

         Out in the June sunshine, men were wagging their beards at each other, women bowing their heads together in hushed indignation.

         ‘No soul, that man. Our cow could have read it better.’

         Mam’s soft voice, firm in her faith. ‘It’s the Word of God that commands our attention, not the man who speaks it. He is a mere vessel.’

         ‘True enough, Mary Owen. Though I heard Dafydd Morgan preach once. Now there was a man.’

         ‘Our reverend bought those sermons, you know. Little pamphlets.’

         ‘Well, if the spirit was ever on him, it left him long ago.’

         ‘Sooner he goes off to live with his sister, the better.’

         ‘We’ll have better soon, I hope.’

         ‘Could hardly be worse.’

         It was the same every week. Nothing was new, and the conversation soon moved on to other matters. 22

         ‘So you think to start on another mow tomorrow? Yes, best to be about it before this weather spoils…’

         ‘Two hoggets for market this week and the old ewe for the pot, I think…’

         ‘Shameless! Hannah Griffiths saw her with her own eyes and if you ask me…’

         Leah sidled away to where her brother Tom was standing with David George, their neighbour’s son. They both smiled as she approached.

         ‘Your father’s going to put your old ewe in the pot,’ she said.

         David nodded gravely. He was always grave. ‘Well, she’s lost a lamb two years now. She’s served her time.’

         ‘We aren’t put in the pot when we grow old,’ Leah insisted.

         Tom winked. ‘How do you know? If we have another lean year, we might not even wait for you to grow old.’

         ‘You will not cook me!’

         ‘No, Sarah would be better. More meat on her.’

         Sarah, yawning at her mother’s side, caught them laughing at her and began to shift in their direction, demanding to know the joke. But before they could explain, the chapel crowd was forced to part down either side of the lane, like the Red Sea, but not by God. Jacob John, quarry manager, was more akin to Pharaoh, or the Devil. Here was a man who made even Mam frown with his ungodliness. Leah wasn’t sure what form that took, except that it included playing cards and a housekeeper and not attending chapel on the Sabbath but attending to business instead. His wagon, rumbling along through their midst, was laden with picks and shovels, barrels and sacks. There were stony faces in the crowd and mutterings about iniquity and ale houses and God’s wrath awaiting all sinners.

         Jacob John, big and brawny, confident in his position, didn’t give tuppence for their disapproval. ‘Whoa!’ He pulled up his horse by 23William George’s side. ‘You wanted stone, that right, man? For the yard?’

         ‘This is not the time, not outside chapel on a Sabbath,’ said William George.

         ‘Well, that’s no matter to me. Do you want it or not?’

         While they argued, Jacob’s son Eli leaped down from the wagon and swaggered in front of the children, straw in his mouth. His waistcoat was green velvet today, with brass buttons the size of pennies. A peacock in their sombre sober midst.

         ‘Finished your prayers then, good little babes? They won’t help you, you know.’

         David George laid a cautionary hand on Tom’s arm, but Tom wouldn’t be held. Tom the would-be soldier. ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘Breaking your backs on your miserable acres when you haven’t got a hope, that’s what I mean, Tom Owen.’

         ‘We have hopes above your dirty dreams, Eli John. Things have been hard but the harvest promises to be good this year.’

         ‘And what good will that do, when it merely brings the prices lower? You’ll barely make a farthing from it.’

         ‘We don’t grow it to sell, but to feed our stock, so you know nothing about it.’

         Eli laughed. ‘And doubtless you all eat from the same trough. Leave it. Find proper man’s work that pays. Come to the quarries or join the railway gangs: they’ll take you for the new track to Cardigan. Too much of a weakling, are you? If you haven’t the stomach for it, why don’t you put your sisters to work instead? Sarah will make you a penny or two. If she hasn’t already, flaunting herself half-naked in the road.’

         Sarah screamed indignation, stepping back, fists clenched to her mouth.

         Tom turned to her. ‘What is he talking about?’ 24

         Sarah only shook her head, her face crimson.

         ‘He tried to undo her frock,’ said Leah.

         ‘He what!’ Tom span around to face the leering Eli.

         ‘Leave it,’ warned David, but Tom shook off his restraining hand.

         ‘You dared to lay a finger on my sister?’

         Eli grinned at the success of his jibe. ‘Only to finish what she’d started. Isn’t that right, Sarah Owen? How many buttons undone today? Let’s see.’

         Tom swung at him. Eli parried the first blow easily enough, but the second caught him in the eye. He swung back and they were locked in a brawl before David could come between them. Sarah retreated, squealing and waving her hands…

         How did it happen? Leah saw Sarah stumble into William George as he stood at the wagon’s head, and he in turn was shunted heavily against the hot, fly-pestered horse. The creature neighed in indignation, rearing, bucking the cart and a bucket and a pick slid loose, slamming onto the brawling boys.

         Men stepped in to break them up. Eli was pushed away, nursing a bruised head and a bloody nose. Hands reached down towards Tom, offering to help him to his feet.

         ‘Thomas Owen, here, man! Your boy’s hurt.’

         Leah ran forward, but her father, striding up, pushed her to one side.

         ‘What’s this, my son? Would you have your mother see you brawling, and on the Lord’s day too?’

         Tom was curled up in speechless agony, his fists clenched into his groin, gasping for breath.

         ‘Pick caught him,’ said an onlooker. ‘In his privates, I’d guess. Painful.’

         Embarrassed, Tom pulled himself up to a sitting position, his jaw clenched for a moment before he forced the words out. ‘I’m all right. It’s nothing.’ 25

         Tada, who had been about to bend over him, straightened to his normal posture, nodding.

         ‘Tom! Tom, my boy!’ Mam had come up, throwing herself through the crowd. ‘What have they done to you? Let me see?’

         ‘It’s nothing,’ Tom repeated, blushing, as Tada tugged his wife back.

         ‘Hush, woman. Leave the boy be.’

         ‘Not dead, then?’ Jacob John peered round from his seat at the front of the cart. ‘That’s good. Eli! Get up!’

         Eli hauled himself back onto the cart, grimacing in pain. Leah glared at him in loathing as the cart jolted forward at Jacob’s whistle and rumbled on its way, leaving Tom surrounded by his curious neighbours.

         ‘Get back now,’ said Tada, waving them away. ‘Leave the boy some privacy for decency’s sake. Son, can you rise?’

         ‘Yes, Tada.’ With an effort that had the veins standing out on his forehead, Tom got to his feet. A whimper escaped between closed lips, and the sweat stood out on his forehead. He swayed, and Mam gasped.

         ‘Dear God in heaven, look at him, he’s bleeding! Tom, let me—’

         ‘Leave him, woman!’ commanded her husband. ‘He’s a man, not a boy. Is that not right, son?’

         Tom nodded.

         ‘Come, let us go home. This is no way to honour the Lord on his Sabbath. Frank! Attend your mother.’

         Seven-year-old Frank had drawn close at the promise of trouble and was staring in open-mouthed fascination at the dark wet stains on Tom’s trousers. ‘Is he…?’ He caught his father’s eye and realised that questions were forbidden for now, so he shut his mouth and fell in between his mother and Mary, who dragged him after the men of the family. Tom hobbled on his father’s arm, a whimper of 26pain escaping him now and again, as his mother hovered behind him, hands rising repeatedly to catch him should he fall. But he didn’t fall. Little by little, he straightened, to prove the agony was fading.

         Leah and Sarah followed in the rear.

         ‘They’ll blame me,’ whispered Sarah.

         ‘Don’t be silly. No one cares about you,’ said Leah. It was herself they should blame. Why hadn’t she held her tongue? Why had she told Tom about Eli’s wicked behaviour?

         David George came hurrying past them, nodding politely as he passed. It was a strange thing to see David hurrying. Everything about him was careful and paced, as if he gave thought to every step. Now he didn’t quite run, but he bustled.

         ‘Mr Owen, forgive me, but my father says if you will only wait a moment, he will take Tom home in the trap to save him the pain.’

         His father looked at Tom. ‘Well, boy, will you take our neighbour out of his way for your comfort?’

         Tom shook his head. ‘No, Tada.’ He paused to catch his breath. ‘Not necessary.’

         Tada nodded. ‘There. You see, David. Thank your father for his charitable offer, but we need not trouble him.’

         David accepted the answer without argument and hurried back. A minute later, the Georges’ trap slowed up alongside them and William George leaned down. ‘Come on, man, let the boy ride with us, at least to the gate.’

         Tada raised his palms as if to say it had nothing to do with him. Tom held himself erect, with a forced smile that brought the sweat beading on his brow. ‘Thank you. Kind offer, Mr George, but…’ His jaw clenched before he spoke again. ‘No need. For me. Mere scratch. Healing already. I shall do–. Own two feet–.’

         Shaking his head, Mr George flicked the reins and his piebald 27pony trotted on. Mrs George looked back with an expression of exasperation at Mam, whose eyes gleamed with tears though she said nothing. Her husband had spoken.

         It was a painful mile back to their cottage and once they had turned down Cwmderwen’s rutted track, Tom’s gasps, smothered with such determination till then, escaped with every step.

         ‘Mary, run on, get the kettle heating,’ ordered Mam. ‘We’ll need hot water and clean linen.’ Without a word, Mary obediently hastened ahead, though, like David, she did not run. It was not seemly for a woman to run. I’d run and not care, thought Leah, but she didn’t want to leave Tom.

         By the time they got Tom through the low doorway of the cottage, Mary was tearing an old shirt into neat strips and the range fire was stoked under the great black kettle. Mam busied herself without delay, reaching down salves and herbs from the high shelf above the oak beam.

         ‘Set him down here—’

         But Tada was already guiding, half-carrying Tom into the parlour, into a wave of stale air. ‘I’ll see to him in here, Mary. No need for a bunch of women to go gawping at him.’

         ‘Then let me—’

         But Tada had shut the parlour door on them.

         Mam stood there, wringing her hands. In all Leah’s life she had never heard Mam argue with Tada. He was master and law in his own house, as the Lord commanded.

         ‘Shall I finish this shirt?’ asked Mary, still ripping neatly.

         Mam stared at her, then recovered her wits. ‘Yes. Leah, you can help me roll them up. And Sarah, fetch some fresh rosemary. It’s a good cleanser.’ She checked the kettle and brought out the big washing bowl. By the time she had poured boiling water into it, Tada had opened the door again. 28

         ‘I’ll take that. Fetch him clean clothes. And stop fussing, woman. He’s fine. It’s barely a scratch.’

         Mam continued to pace with anxiety, hovering on the brink of rebellion, but when Tom emerged at last, in clean trousers from the settle cupboard, he did seem fine. A little pale, except when he blushed under their gaze, but he was smiling, his voice almost normal.

         ‘I’m sorry for the distress I caused you all. It was my own doing. I should not have–’

         Sarah gave a muffled yelp of alarm.

         ‘I should not have risen to the likes of Eli John taunting me.’

         ‘Or engaged in fisticuff with anyone, least of all on the Lord’s Day,’ said Mam. Now that she had seen Tom recovered, she could afford to scold, though her scoldings were always bread and milk compared to Tada’s, leaving them more distressed for her pain than theirs.

         ‘No, Mam.’ Tom hugged her. ‘It was wrong. Forgive me?’

         She kissed his brow, smiling broadly with relief. ‘You’ll be the death of me.’

         Tada’s lips twitched into a smile. ‘Now, woman, enough fuss over nothing. Are we to eat?’

         
             

         

         That was that. They said grace and ate bread and the cawl prepared yesterday and set about the tasks that a farm demanded, even on a Sabbath. Tom got about with a limp, which was clearly more painful than he let on, so he was excused the return to chapel in the evening,

         The new day brought with it the usual round of school and work, hens to be fed, house to be cleaned, supper to be eaten, prayers to be said. Tom, apart from an occasional wince and a hint of the limp, was his old self, smiling, teasing the girls, assisting his father. All the drama was forgotten and life returned to its usual pattern.

         For two days. 29

         Then Tom became flushed and Mam gave him peppermint tea. ‘Let me dress the wound properly, Tom,’ she said, but Tada was having none of it.

         ‘It’s all healed, isn’t it, son? I’ll take a look if you must fuss, woman, but leave the lad be. He was out in the sun all day, that’s all that’s wrong with him.’

         Tom drank his tea and smiled away her concern. He was sleepy when they gathered at last for prayers. The girls filed up the steep winding stair to the bed they shared in one of the upper rooms. Mam and Tada gave Tom one last scrutiny by candlelight before following them up. The boys slept on the settle and bench by the range and Tom’s face glowed with the last embers as he waved them all away.

         
             

         

         It was Frank’s voice that woke Leah. Frank who could seldom be roused from his hard bed. Even with the lure of school beckoning, he would linger, cocooned in his blanket when the rest of the household was up, washed, dressed and busy. But this morning there was still only the palest glimmer of light in the sky when she heard Frank speaking in the room next door. Mam and Tada’s room.

         Then her mother, instantly alert, gave a sharp reply. The sound of hasty movement, voices down below. Leah slid out of bed and hurried through, in time to follow her father down the steep stairs.

         The house was dark, a mystery of moving shadows and an air of panic, until a candle was lit. Mam was crouching by the settle, her hand on Tom’s brow.

         ‘He’s burning.’

         Burning and shivering. Tom’s eyes were half open. He was murmuring, very low, or was it groaning? Leah couldn’t decide which, because her heart was thundering so loudly it was almost all she could hear. 30

         Tada was staring down at his son. ‘It’s a fever. It will pass.’

         Mam said nothing as she rose to dip a cloth in cold water.

         Tom let out a louder moan, throwing himself over with sudden wildness on the narrow bed.

         ‘It will pass,’ repeated Tada.

         Still Mam said nothing. She pulled back the rough blanket that Tom had already thrown aside and made as if to raise the sweat- soaked nightshirt, but Tada’s hand stopped her. ‘Leave it, woman. Would you unman him?’

         ‘I’m his mother. It is my job to nurse him. Let me see the wound, see that it is clean.’

         ‘I’ll see to it. Not here. He cannot stay here. This bed is no good for him.’ He stepped back. ‘Leave him to me. Don’t touch him.’

         It was a command. Mam stared at the parlour door as it closed behind him, her lips moving in prayer as she pleaded to understand her duty.

         They heard the scrape of furniture moving, the clank of iron. Leah realised what Tada was doing. Reassembling the iron bed that had stood in the corner against the wall for the last five years. That was when a true, black sense of doom descended on her. The parlour was never used, except when the minister called, or the landlord, or when someone…

         That bed had stood, dismantled and propped up out of the way, since Mamgu Owen had died in it, a sickly smell pervading the room while Mam and Mary had prayed and sniffed as they closed the blank eyes and tied up the gaping jaw. Her coffin had stood in there, while sombre pious neighbours, hats in hand, had filed past to pay their respects to the waxy withered wisp of an old woman laid in it, before the lid was nailed on, the coffin taken away and Mamgu was gone forever.

         To Jesus, Mam said. 31

         Leah felt a sickness welling up inside her. She didn’t want Tom in that bed, in that room. She wanted him out in the fields with her, mocking her, chasing her, sweeping her onto his shoulders like Tada sometimes did, holding her hand, tickling her to make her giggle so hard she couldn’t breathe.

         She couldn’t breathe now. But she would force the breath to come, because this was nothing, just her fancy making her terrified. Old memories and nightmares. Tom had a fever, that was all. He’d get over it as they all did, especially if he took Mam’s peppermint tea and yarrow cordial and had a comfortable bed. It was only a bed.

         When Tada had finished setting up the bed and unrolling the mattress, he carried Tom to it. Tom thrashed as he was carried, unaware, but Tada ignored the blows, laying him down before taking the water and bandages, ointments and cordials that Mam had gathered, her jaw and shoulders clenched. Tada would do everything. He was master of this house, master of this family, master of all, while God was with him. He would suffer no other hand to help. Leah handed him the candle as he shooed them from the parlour and shut the door again.

         In the darkness of the kitchen, Mam gave a single sob. Leah took her hand.

         
             

         

         Daylight was strong when Tada emerged again. He was wiping his hands. ‘I’ve redressed the wound. It is nothing, Mary. Nothing to fuss about. Just a scratch as he said.’

         ‘Let me see it,’ said Mam. An expressionless request.

         ‘No! He’s a man. He doesn’t want you or any woman fussing over his privates. Don’t shame him, woman! He’ll be fine. He’s taken some cordial. The fever is already subsiding.’

         ‘Can I see him?’ asked Leah.

         ‘In a while. It’s sleep he needs, by God’s mercy. We must let him 32rest for now, all of us.’ Tada turned his back on the parlour door, to set an example. It was an injunction even he could not keep. In an hour he was back from the barn where he worked, making good solid furniture for the surrounding farms. He had to look in on his boy.

         The rest of the family were gathered, pretending that they would be about their normal tasks as soon as they had been allowed to say good morning to Tom.

         Tada opened the parlour door and they filed in. Leah struggled not to shiver as she entered the cold, tomb-like room with its smell of damp and disuse. Darkness seemed to well up from every corner, but then she saw Tom’s eyes open, sleepily, and he managed a bewildered smile, his finger twitching in her direction. She crawled in between her parents and planted a kiss just by his ear. Though he looked hot, his skin was clammy against her lips.

         ‘That will do,’ said Tada. ‘You have seen him and already he’s better. Now be off to school. We cannot all be sitting around idly all day. And no earning punishments from the teacher to keep you behind. Be off.’

         
             

         

         Sarah had hated school, itching to be free of it, but Leah loved it, and Frank was the same. It was one of the things that bound them together, the youngest surviving siblings, secret and safe at the bottom of the pile. They shared a questing curiosity, a hunger for learning and knowing and understanding. Even when he had been a mere toddler and she little more than one, she had recognised that secret flame and had appointed herself her baby brother’s guardian and companion, protecting him from the irritation and impatience of their elders, whenever his interminable questions or curious fingers needed curbing. She’d kept him close and been his playmate, exploring the world around them and its intriguing complexities. 33Frank, she thought, would one day be a scientist, or an explorer, or a professor. A great man, anyway. And she too would love to be something; a teacher, no doubt. School offered the path to such a destiny.

         Today, however, neither of them had any wish to attend the schoolroom tucked behind the old church in the village. They trudged silently down to the footpath that offered a shortcut in dry weather across their fields and through the steep woods, to the chapel on the outskirts of the village.

         In the secrecy of the woods, Frank halted. ‘Is Tom going to die?’

         ‘No!’ For once, she hated his compulsion to ask questions. She turned her face upwards, suddenly screaming denial into the overhanging branches. ‘No! Don’t say that! Don’t say anything.’

         Frank was scared. Leah never screamed. Then he took her hand and they walked on silently together. At school, they both sat staring out of the window at the clouds, unable to concentrate. Betty Phillips, sitting next to Frank, took sly note of his inattentiveness, and her hand shot up to summon the teacher. Frank got a rap across the knuckles, twice – once for not listening, and once for yanking Betty’s hair as soon as Miss Griffiths had turned away.

         Leah, across the row, could do nothing. She had always been a model pupil, less easily bored by repetition than Frank. But today she couldn’t concentrate any better than her brother. For the first time ever, she too had her knuckles rapped.

         ‘What is this, Leah Owen? Are you ill, or determined to be as lazy and ill-informed as your sister Sarah? Again, please. Deduct five pence and three farthings from two shillings and thrupence.’

         ‘One shilling, nine pence and a farthing, miss.’

         ‘That’s better. Pay attention from now on.’

         But Leah could not. She could only picture Tom, lying in that cold musty room where Mamgu Owen had died. 34

         When they were released at last, she grabbed Frank’s hand at the gate and pulled him after her. ‘Let’s run.’ He obeyed for a couple of paces, then dug his heels in, pulling back, forcing her to stop. ‘Come on!’

         ‘I don’t want to run. I don’t want to go home.’

         She saw the fear in his eyes. She understood. But this time she couldn’t stand by him. She had to get home to Tom. She released Frank’s hand and ran on, the air catching in her throat, the hard earth of the path jarring her limbs, a stitch knitting in her side. She was panting as she approached the yard. The doors of the workshop stood open, its floor thick with sawdust and shavings, but there was no Tada within, busy with his saw or his plane. Fegi Fawr, the lopsided cow, was pushing against the gate from the grazing, her calf beside her, as if waiting for news.

         Leah hurried into the house. Tada was there with Mam, Mary and Sarah. There was a strained silence, as if a torrent of words were piling up against a dam that was about to burst. Mam’s eyes were fixed on the kettle, not seeing it, just fixed. Her lips were pinched together.

         The girls were folded back against the wall, Sara quivering as ever, Mary casting her eyes down, her hands clasped. Tada stood tall, motionless.

         Leah’s entry must have broken a spell. Tada turned, his brows knitting, though he barely glanced at her. ‘I am going for the medic,’ he said. ‘Leave him be.’ He strode out, pushing Leah aside.

         ‘Is Tom still bad?’ asked Leah, her voice small and breathless. Sarah let out a squealing sob.

         Mam’s eyes were still fixed on the kettle. Then her head rose and her chin stiffened as she drew a deep shuddering breath. Seizing the kettle, she turned to the table, suddenly all energy and iron determination as she poured steaming water into a bowl. ‘Mary, 35fetch down the comfrey salve. Sarah, give me the bandages, and towels.’

         ‘Tada said we mustn’t…’ Mary’s objections died as Mam’s eyes stabbed her with a fury none of them had ever seen in this gentle, dutiful woman. A master greater than Tada was guiding her now. With trembling fingers and bated breath, quaking at their own defiance of their father’s wishes, her daughters did as Mam bade. Leah, doing nothing, felt her insides freeze. Never, in all her life, had Mam ever disobeyed Tada’s commands. Until now.

         At Mam’s nod, Mary opened the parlour door. That smell. Sweet sickliness to turn the stomach. The same as when Mamgu Owen had died.

         They gathered at the door, watching Mam lean over the bed where Tom lay. His eyes were shut but his lips twitched. He was flushed, glistening with sweat, his skin mottled. Mam drew back the cover and began to lift his nightshirt. ‘Shut the door,’ she said.

         Locked out, they stared at each other in silence. They heard Mam’s involuntary scream, subsiding into a choking sob. ‘Oh my son, my son.’

         Oh Absalom, my son, my son, would I had died for thee.

         Tom was going to die.

         Tom couldn’t die. It wasn’t right. Leah wanted to scream. Instead she stood there motionless, knots tightening and tightening inside her.

         A flash of sunlight as Frank came in. He looked at them, dried tears on his cheek but also the stinging red of a slap. ‘Why is Tada on the horse?’ he asked.

         Mary found her voice at last. ‘He has gone for the doctor.’

         ‘Oh.’ Frank’s mouth opened for another question. Leah shook her head, and he stopped, small, close to tears. He sniffed, then sank down on the settle, stripped of the thin cushion that was stained 36with Tom’s sweat and blood, and glanced hopelessly at the table. There was no sign of food, not even a crust of bread. He was seven: whatever the crisis overwhelming the family, food was a matter of supreme concern that could not be ignored.

         Mary, with a sigh of exasperation, fetched down the loaf, spread it with dripping and cut him a slice. Frank tucked in greedily, though his eyes were glinting with tears.

         Leah crouched on a stool to wait, and wait and wait, while Frank munched and Sarah snivelled. Mary, having brought out the bread, slipped automatically into preparation of their tea, clearing the table and wiping its boards. Leah didn’t want any. She just wanted this all to go away. She wanted the gurgled moans from the parlour to stop. She wanted Tom to laugh again instead. That was all. Just laugh.

         At last, the parlour door opened and Mam emerged, her cheeks wet. The bowl she carried was thick with blood and pus. She nodded to Leah who jumped up to open the outer door and let her out into the yard to empty the contents and rinse out the bowl.

         
             

         

         ‘There’s nothing I can do for him.’ Doctor Hargreaves sniffed as he shut his bag. ‘It’s too late. The poison is in his blood. You should have called me sooner. You’re a chapel man, are you not, Owen? All I can suggest is that you say your chapel prayers and ask God for a miracle.’

         They stared at him in incomprehension, as if his English were truly a foreign language. There was no doctor in Llanolwen. Tada had ridden to the far side of Penbryn to fetch him, had stood waiting an hour, cap in hand, humbly like a landless man, while the doctor finished his tea, and all for this. Nothing.

         ‘I’ll send you my bill,’ said Dr Hargreaves, picking up his hat and gloves. ‘Prayer. It’s your only hope.’ 37

         He was gone.

         Mam breathed out, her voice strong, though it shook. ‘He is right. Our hope is not in doctors or princes nor any man, but in the Lord. Men are fallible,’ she raised her chin to Tada, ‘but God is not. In Him is our only refuge.’ She sank to her knees beside the bed. Her daughters and Frank followed suit. Tada finally bent his knees and dropped, face in his hands.

         Leah prayed. She prayed harder than she had ever done. She bargained: she would never be bad again, never impatient or disobedient or inattentive. She recited the Lord’s prayer over and over until the words became meaningless. She begged forgiveness; she shouldn’t have pushed Megan Rice at school, shouldn’t have lied about dropping the eggs, shouldn’t have fallen asleep in chapel. The droning sermon came back to her. Covenant of blood, the blood of the Son. Don’t think about blood. Think on God, His grace, His goodness, His forgiveness. He was a loving Father. He would not let Tom die.

         He let his own Son die.

         She couldn’t pray any more. Her mind was blank. Numb as the grave.

         
             

         

         Tom died.

         In the dark moonless night, his gasping breath ceased, his body shuddered and was still. His father was gripping his hand, his mother was stroking his brow.

         One strangled cry escaped from Mam, before she shut her eyes and raised her face to heaven, but Tada was convulsed with silent sobs. Frank whimpered, Sarah began to wail and Mary sniffed convulsively, but Leah did nothing. She couldn’t move, couldn’t think, couldn’t believe. Wouldn’t. It all made no sense. She stared at the wall, at the fading stencilled dots on the yellowing plaster. 38There was a crack. She had not seen it before. It was the faintest hairline, running down from the ceiling, a thing of no consequence but it was a crack in the fabric of the house. A crack in the world, which had swallowed Tom and closed behind him.

         Mam rose to her feet, a shudder running through her. She, who was so much shorter than Tada, looked down on her husband. ‘So it is over. I must prepare him. Am I permitted to touch him now? Now that my son is dead?’

         Suddenly, Leah wanted to run. She had to run. She bolted for the door, out through the kitchen, into the yard and through the owl-haunted darkness, making for the other side of the crack, where Tom would be. But he wasn’t: he was gone forever, and God hadn’t saved him; He had done nothing. She hated God, who was cruel, not loving, and she would never trust Him again. She howled into the dark and stamped the cobbles and beat her chest, screaming like a petulant infant. But nothing would bring Tom back.

         
             

         

         The Reverend Williams called, because he must, because it was his duty. Sick in her stifling grief, Leah watched him exuding that same impression of wanting to be somewhere else as he did in chapel, the words streaming out of him without passion or meaning.

         ‘Mrs Owen, I grieve for your pain, but we must all submit to the Lord’s will.’

         ‘Amen,’ whispered Mam.

         ‘Owen, the Lord has tried you bitterly with this terrible tragedy, even as Job was tried, but I trust that you will keep the faith and will answer, as did the righteous Job, “The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away. Blessed be the name of the Lord.” And the Lord says to you, even out of the whirlwind of your grief, “Gird up now thy loins like a man.” Do not fight the will of the Lord but let His grace be upon you.’ 39

         With the Reverend Williams, another man had come, another minister by his clothing though Leah had never seen him before. He was taller, young; not yet thirty, his dark eyes gleaming with compassion as they fell upon her, crouched in her corner. He crouched beside her and took her hands.

         ‘I see, little one, that you are lost in grief for your brother. He was all the world to you, was he not?’ She sniffed and nodded. ‘But think of this, my child, was he suffering on his death bed? Did he feel pain and sickness and terrors? Did he know disappointment in his life, or the burden of hard labour? Did he ever go hungry or thirsty or weep for want of anything? Oh, I know he will have done, for we all do in this life. But only think, he has passed through that terrible dark gate into the light. Our heavenly father has released him from his suffering and brought him to a place where there is no pain or disappointment, no burden or want, only glory and joy. So we must wipe away the tears that are for our own selfish desires, and rejoice for him.’ He smiled, his dark eyes full of sympathy, his voice melodious and full of reassurance.

         Leah, looking into his eyes, felt a great stone lift from her chest.

         The Reverend Williams’ stream of dry piety ceased as he turned to regard his companion with blinking desperation, as if he had lost his place in his sermon. ‘Owen, Mrs Owen, allow me to present the Reverend Matthew Vaughan, who will shortly take my place among our Christian community at Beulah.’

         Mam forced a smile, rigid with pain. ‘You are very welcome, sir.’

         Tada looked at Mam. Almost. Not quite at her face. ‘Shall we not offer our guests refreshments, woman?’

         Matthew Vaughan had risen from Leah’s side and raised his hands. ‘Sister, I beg of you to forgive my intrusion at such a time. I came, as your new pastor, not to be tended by you but to tender any comfort that I can. If you will permit, shall we pray together, not 40for your son, for I have no doubt he walks now in Elysian fields, rejoicing, beyond the need of our prayers, but let us beseech the Lord to bring comfort and peace to you who are left abandoned on this barren stony shore.’

         ‘Please. Pray with us,’ said Mam, seizing his hand, and, one by one, they all knelt, heads bowed, leaving the Reverend Williams wordless and meaningless in the gloom.

         
             

         

         Leah wandered down to the meadow to imagine Elysian fields, full of lilies and daisies and buttercups, and Tom running through them into sunlight. It was better than cities built of precious stones. She was glad Matthew Vaughan had come. She loved Matthew Vaughan.
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"A beautifully observed story of fate and family."
Alis Hawkins
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The Owens are tied to this Pembrokeshire land.

No-one will part them from it.





